
                           BIG MOUNTAIN FIRE DISTRICT (BMFD) BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
                                              MEETING MINUTES MAY 18, 2020 
 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  2:04PM (via virtual meeting) 
 
 
ROLL CALL:  Board trustees Jay Johnston, Phil Waddell, Jerry Meislik, Paul Silverman, Sue 
Oemichen;  Chief Ben DeVall;  Bookkeeper Tracy Armstrong;  Firefighter Ken Wensel 
   
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES:  Motion to approve Minutes of February 10, 2020 Board meeting was 
made by Phil Waddell and seconded by Jerry Meislik.  Motion was passed unanimously. 
   
 
FIREFIGHTER REPORT: 
 

- Chief Ben DeVall met with Holly Dale of the Montana Department of Revenue/Assessor’s 
Office to follow up on additional property tax revenue potentially available to the District.  
Dale pledged to provide a detailed accounting as soon as possible, but her office is 
currently understaffed because of Coronavirus issues.  The matter is now in the hands of a 
Department appraiser, who will evaluate the situation when scheduling permits.  Sixty-one 
District properties may be delinquent in their tax payments. 

 
- Chief also talked with Darren Engellant of Glacier Financial Strategies about health 

insurance premiums.  Engellant said if BMFD budgets a 10% increase for Fiscal Year 2021, 
it should suffice.  He projects around a 5-7% increase. 

 
- Chief additionally spoke with the District’s liability insurance agent, John Howard of Payne 

West.  He projects an FY-21 increase in rates of approximately 5-8%. 
 

- Flathead County Commissioner Mitchell is aware of Phil Waddell’s and Sue Oemichen’s 
appointments to the BMFD Board of Trustees and is waiting to approve them.  Both 
individuals should receive their confirmation letters soon. 

 
- BMFD received a $3,800 grant for a washer-extractor from the Flathead Electric Roundup 

for Safety program.  Firefighter Wayne Perry and Chief DeVall plumbed it, and the 
equipment is now operational.  Firefighter Colin Christopoulos put together a rolling base, 
so the washer-extractor can be moved when it is in use.  He also wired a plug and 
connected the original exhaust system to a timer switch, so it is now fully usable. 

 



- Christopoulos also built additional shelves within BMFD’s Emergency Medical Service 
(EMS) supply closet, so supplies can now be better housed. 

 
- Wayne Perry has been acquiring needed Personal Protection Equipment (PPE) in the event 

Coronavirus patients proliferate.  Chief has been filling out surveys from the State and has 
received PPE as well. 

 
- A Flathead County Coronavirus response plan has been created.  The County can house 

infected persons at no charge through an agreement with Youth With A Mission properties 
in Lakeside. 

 
- HME Ahrens-Fox of Wyoming, Michigan has begun work on alterations to the new engine 

being purchased by Big Mountain Firefighters Association (BMFA).  The company will 
provide videos of their progress to BMFA. 

 
- Winter Sports Inc. (WSI) is re-keying all its electronic locks and is using a different system 

from the past.  BMFD has been provided new keys for WSI buildings using the new system. 
 

- WSI has started a major tree thinning project between Chairs 2 and 3. 
 

- Chief inspected and approved a sprinkler test for the WSI metal shop addition. 
 

- Chief has been in contact with Lacey Dolcater, who represents the Snow Bear building on 
Gelande Street regarding a sprinkler system.  The District does not have jurisdiction over 
residential structures, but Chief reviewed Snow Bear’s plans and communicated his 
findings to Dolcater.  He informed her he could observe the final test for approval 
purposes. 

 
- Chief has been in contact with Mike West and Manny Mendoza of the U.S. Forest Service 

(USFS) Tally Lake Ranger District about burning the slash piles located along Big Mountain 
Road.  USFS has not had enough staff to undertake the burning this spring, but it should 
happen in the fall, unless it can be accomplished before spring burning season ends.  
Weather conditions are also a factor.  The same contingencies apply to the Haskill Basin 
prescribed burn. 

 
- Rear brakes on the District ambulance were recently replaced, and new tires will be 

installed shortly. 
 

- Chief witnessed a residential sprinkler system test at a private Northern Lights residence 
on Orion Drive. 

 



- Chief submitted and amended the Volunteer Fire Assistance (VFA) grant application for last 
year’s expenditures, because BMFD purchased different items from those originally 
projected.  He also completed and submitted this year’s VFA grant application.  The District 
is requesting gloves and two new fire shelters. 

 
- Chief completed the closeout for BMFA’s Whitefish Community Foundation grant. 

 
- Chief has been in contact with WSI Safety Officer Elyse Knutsen to help provide 

Coronavirus guidance to the WSI staff. 
 

 

PUBLIC COMMENT:  None 
   
 

TREASURER’S REPORT:  (See following financial statements.)                                                   
 



 



 



 



 



 
Motion to approve Treasurer’s Report was made by Paul Silverman and seconded by Sue 
Oemichen.  Motion was passed unanimously. 
  
 

OLD BUSINESS: 
 

- Phil Waddell has been officially reappointed to the BMFD Board of Trustees, and Sue 
Oemichen has been newly elected.  
 

- Jerry Meislik made a motion to appoint Phil Waddell as the new Board Chairman, and Paul 
Silverman seconded it.  The motion was passed unanimously. 

 
- Funds for BMFD’s new fire truck are on hand.  Delivery of the vehicle is expected in the 

June/July 2020 time frame.  Chief probably will not have to travel to the manufacturer’s 
Michigan facility to inspect the truck.  Firefighter training will be provided in real time, 
once the vehicle arrives. 
 

- Leadership of the Big Mountain Community organization is unclear since the departure of 
Paul Okerberg.  Chief DeVall or Board Chairman Waddell will call Okerberg for an update. 
 

- WSI has begun tree thinning along the upper portion of Home Again ski trail, but the 
bottom section likely will not be thinned until August because of wet conditions.  Work on 
the Hellroaring Chair 8 relocation project will precede the Home Again initiative. 
 

- The process of contractor selection for Big Mountain HOA’s common area hazardous fuel 
reduction project is underway.  BMFD Board member and Sunrise Ridge resident, Paul 
Silverman, is coordinating the effort. 

            
 
 

NEW BUSINESS: 
 

- The Whitefish Fire Service Area (WFSA) has raised a significant issue in the rural 
community it serves.  The organization is considering severing its ties with the Whitefish 
Fire Department because of cost increases.  Initial community sentiment is trending 
against the proposal.  WFSA may be a candidate to purchase BMFD’s old fire truck. 

 



- Chief’s Covid-19 activity with the County’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) is winding 
down, although a potential new virus spike caused by an influx of summer visitors could 
require his renewed involvement. 
 

- The Assistance to Firefighters Grant (AFG) application for new mobile radios currently is 
stalled, and Chief’s proposed regional coordination role among departments in Whitefish, 
Bigfork, Columbia Falls, and Blankenship is not yet confirmed.  The potential grant from 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) would facilitate radio purchases at a 
significant discount and would permit departments to select their own communication 
channels. 
 

- BMFD investigated a possible gas leak at a private residence in Sunrise Ridge.  A faulty 
alarm was discovered.  The incident resulted in clarification of District policy on such 
events.  Cora Arnold, administrative and accounting assistant to Big Mountain HOA, will be 
asked by BMFD to identify a property owner in Sunrise Ridge or Wood Run impacted by a 
possible gas leak, so they can be informed by BMFD that the gas has been turned off if a 
smell is detected.  Northwestern Energy would then undertake a detailed investigation and 
turn the gas back on when safe to do so. 
 

- Sue Oemichen noted that May 4th was International Firefighters Day.  She suggested that 
Board members personally fund gift cards for BMFD firefighters as a gesture of 
appreciation for their service.  The Board unanimously agreed with the initiative. 
 

EMPLOYEE COMMENT: 
 

- Firefighter and Union representative Ken Wensel welcomed Sue Oemichen to the Board. 
 

- Wensel also noted that BMFD firefighter morale is somewhat low, primarily because of 
salaries not being comparable to those of other area departments.  He questioned 
whether District HOA fees could be increased to help fund salary increases.  The Board 
expressed its commitment to address the issue expeditiously and to research details of the 
discrepancies described.                   
 
 

NEXT MEETING:  To enable consideration of budget issues prior to the June 30 deadline, a Board 
meeting was scheduled for June 22, 2020 at 2pm. 
 
ADJOURNMENT:  Motion to adjourn was made by Paul Silverman and seconded by Jay Johnston.  
Motion was passed unanimously, and meeting was adjourned at 3:55pm. 



 
 
 


